Massie, Robert K. Castles of Steel: Britain, Germany, and the Winning of the Great War at Sea. New York: Random House, 2003. 880pp. $35 This work is the sequel to Pulitzer Prize-winning author Robert Massie's Dreadnought: Britain, Germany, and the Coming of the Great War (Random House, 1991) . It is a sweeping narrative of World War I at sea. While it focuses primarily on the struggle between the main German and British fleets, it also examines the German U-boat campaign, other revolutions in undersea weaponry, the pivotal role of good intelligence, and the broad geographic scope of the war. The book provides a clear sense of how important the clash of British and German navies was to the war's eventual outcome, and it illustrates how Winston Churchill's dramatic description of Admiral John Jellicoe, commander in chief of the British Grand Fleet, as "the only commander who could lose the war in an afternoon" could be an accurate one. This is also a cautionary tale of failures and missed opportunities. In the earliest stages of the conflict, we see both sides baffled when their opponent's actions do not match prewar assumptions. The German naval strategy, for example, was based on the certainty that the British would immediately attack the German fleet or institute a close-in blockade. When this did not happen, Massie writes, "the premise on which the Germans had based their strategy was overturned." Consequently, German admirals "discovered that they did not know what to do." When the German fleet, on the other hand, did not come charging out for a fight, the British public, expecting another Trafalgar, became annoyed with the navy's "unwillingness" to act. Each side scrambled to formulate a new strategy. There is a clear lesson here-flexibility, not plans set in stone.
The author shows that the most costly strategic failure, however, was the German resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare. By no means is this a groundbreaking interpretation, but in these pages the course of action leading to the decision is made clear. The failure of the vaunted High Seas Fleet to carry out its anticipated task of whittling down the Grand Fleet painted the Germans into a strategic corner from which they eventually saw unrestricted submarine warfare as their only alternative.
Despite these explanations of strategy, Castles of Steel is also a readable and dramatic work. The narrative rushes along, with a desperate hunt for the enemy in the vast Pacific, with fleets and squadrons that speed toward each other without a hint of the other's presence, and with battle cruisers that appear out of the mist to shell unsuspecting coastal villages and then slip quietly away. Action in the North Sea, the book's primary theater, culminates in a gripping four-chapter account of Jutland. Meanwhile, the fog of battle makes command and control difficult, even with the new technology of wireless communication.
In the words of British admiral David Beatty, the war at sea became "a conflict with the unexpected," despite the bestlaid plans. The reader can sense the drama and urgency born of this uncertainty on every page.
Yet while acknowledging the great narrative allure of vast fleets fighting for control of the seas, some readers might question the relevance of such a lengthy analysis. After all, was it not the overall 
